Growing out of the labor militancy and political radicalism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the revolutionary union Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) grew to be one of the most radical working-class movements in American history, containing 150,000 members during its peak in 1917. However, by its sixteenth convention in 1924, the union nearly collapsed beneath the weight of state repression, vigilante killings, organizational weaknesses, and political divisions, after which it remained on the fringes of labor politics. Many authors of varying backgrounds and decades have sought to explain the decline of the IWW, emphasizing either repression, internal organization, or political and programmatic questions as the fundamental cause. Through a historiographic review of scholarly and descriptive works, I argue for a more critical approach to the popularized focus on state repression, while highlighting the underrated value of organizational and political arguments. In doing so, I seek to strengthen not only the historical understanding of the IWW, but offer a fresh perspective on working-class politics, social movement history, and the American history in which the IWW is a part. 
Introduction
Given the relatively low levels of strike activity in the past few decades, one might be surprised to learn of the militancy that characterized working-class struggles in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This was a period in which the industrial working class grew in size amid the flourishing of American capitalism, the rise of overseas imperialism, world war, and demographic shifts rooted in a large influx of immigrants, Mexican-Americans, and Southern blacks migrating to northern and midwestern cities. Hundreds of thousands of factory workers, miners, longshoremen and other workers of diverse skill levels risked their jobs and sometimes lives to strike, rally, and demonstrate against companies and government administrations in the interests of decent working and living conditions.
In 1905, the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) arose as an organized revolutionary labor movement, building upon the prior years of workplace militancy and radical politics that characterized the Western Federation of Miners (WFM), American Labor Union, and Socialist Party. The IWW grew into a large-scale labor and social movement, with up to 150,000 members or "Wobblies" by 1917, with the most radical program of any mass labor organization in American history. "Between these two classes [the working class and capitalist class]," the militants stated in the preamble to their 1905 constitution, "a struggle must go on until all the toilers come together on the political, as well as on the industrial field, and take and hold that which they produce by their labor, through an economic organization of the working class 1 without affiliation with any political party." Advancing an American-style syndicalism, the 2 1 According to the IWW definition, which aligns with Marxist economic theory, the "working class" is a social group that is bound in "wage slavery", forced to sell its labor to employers for a wage, while the "employing class" acquires profits and wealth. The divisions between the working class by trade, region, nation, gender, and ethnicity are seen by the IWW as arbitrary, enforced by the employing class for repressive purposes. 2 Industrial Workers of the World, "The Original I.W.W. Preamble," General Website (2018) .
Wobblies refused to sign negotiated contracts, opting instead for militant direct action to sabotage both the public-sector and private bosses. Even with the financial difficulties, political disagreements, state repression, and interpersonal conflicts present throughout the organization's life, the IWW successfully organized workers in specific industries, such as timber, mining, agriculture, and shipping ports, mostly in the Western region of the United States where free-spirited migratory and immigrant workers made up the majority of the labor force.
However, the organization underwent a transition after its mountainous peak in 1917, when its successes did not last. Facing a number of difficulties associated with the changing post-war economy, ramped up state repression during the Palmer Raids and First Red Scare, and various internal political and organizational conflicts, the Wobblies came under immense pressure. By the time of their Fifteenth Annual Convention in the summer of 1924, the "One Big Union" had become fragmented, divided, and lacked the tried and true leaders of the former period. The convention proved to be a turning point, marking the collapse of the once-massive organization into a small group of "old guard" radicals who existed on the fringes of mainstream left-wing politics and industrial trade unionism. While the organization exists today, and has actually grown in the past two years through small-scale unionization efforts in the Pacific Northwest, new members relate to the early struggles only through historical archives. Today's 3 Wobblies focus more on ecological and anarchistic activism and local unionism than the industry-wide revolutionary syndicalism of the movement's founding.
The rapid collapse of such a large and significant movement in American social history strikes my interest. A wealth of historical material exists on the booming period of the IWW between its founding in 1905 and defense campaigns in 1919. In contrast, the drastic decline of 4 the mass revolutionary workers' organization has received scant attention. The relative lack of engagement with the collapse of the movement reflects an understandable intrigue with the positive and romantic side of radical politics, perhaps especially so since most IWW historians are either sympathetic to the organization or to social movements in general. Of the histories and analyses of the IWW's decline that do exist, the notable works are separated from one another over nearly a hundred years, scattered in a handful of comprehensive works, brief 5 chapters of larger works that cover either the IWW's activities before 1917 or include the IWW 6 as part of broader themes on social movements, and political essays by left-wing activists. The first section of this thesis essay provides the historical background to the key events and broader context in which the decline of the IWW developed. It includes descriptive material that repeatedly appears in the secondary works under historiographic analysis. The essay then proceeds to summarize how the ten authors explain why these events took place, organizing this material into three groups by the fundamental reason each sees behind the decline. Based on these categories, the second section examines works emphasizing state and cultural repression, the third section includes works that focus on internal organizational weaknesses, and the fourth section explores works that stress the programmatic questions that related to Corresponding with the rise of large-scale strikes, the two decades following the turn of the century witnessed a surge in progressive, radical and anti-war politics.
The Socialist Party, which was formed in 1901 and overlapped slightly with Wobbly membership, expanded its influence through unions and elections, obtaining over 900,000 votes for famed candidate Eugene Debs in 1912 and 1920. 9 For further reading on labor militancy, radical politics and anti-war movements in the early twentieth century, see Philip Foner, "Labor and World War I, 1914-1918 In popular accounts, the first twelve years of the IWW are often romanticized as a period of linear growth in strength, numbers, and successes. However, the organization faced a great deal of conflict from within and outside its ranks. During the founding convention in 1905, members engaged in heated discussion over the programmatic foundations upon which the IWW would be built, drawing lines that would persist over the course of their lives. During high and low points, the Wobblies were divided in the camps of Marxian and reformist socialists, anarchists, and conservative unionists and industrial militants. "They all believed in the 'irrepressible conflict' between capital and labor. They were a unit in wishing for and aiming at the overthrow of the wages system--the downfall of capitalism," wrote Paul Brissenden in The IWW: A Study of American Syndicalism , but, "as usual, there was disagreement as to the methods to be used to reach the common end desired." These disagreements at times led to 16 intense debates, the expulsion of members, and the shutting down of some locals, projects, and publications. 15 Wobblies have historically been known for their songs and parodies of religious hymns, around which members formed bonding rituals. See a modern expansion of the original "Little Red Songbook" in Archie Green, The Big Red Songbook: 250 IWW Songs! (C.H. Kerr Company, 2016) . 16 Brissenden, The IWW , 77. However many issues existed internally, government officials and business interests viewed the IWW as a potential threat to wartime industrial mobilization. Indeed, the movement faced severe repression by government bodies, police, the courts, major newspapers, and 27 For accounts of IWW activity in the 1920s, see Charles Bayard, "The 1927 -1928 Colorado Coal Strike," Pacific Historical Review , Vol. 32, No. 3. (1963 ; Robert E. Ficken, "The Wobbly Horrors: Pacific Northwest Lumbermen and the Industrial Workers of the World, 1917 -1928 ," Labor History (1983 , 325-41; Fred Thompson and Patrick Murfin, The IWW . the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB), and thus has the ability to negotiate contracts with employers and other traits of mainstream unions. While retaining the logo, red cards, and historical documents of 1905, the Wobblies of today are too anarchistic, parochial, and "pure and simple" unionist in character to be considered a direct extension of their century-old founders.
Perspectives on State Repression: The Pessimistic Minority
For an organization to transform so drastically, its story is bound to be complex, protracted, and full. The IWW endured many experiences between its peak in 1917 and its latest adventures today, over the course of decades in which the world around it changed as well. Contrary to the complexity that should be expected, the popular official histories paint a straightforward picture. According to these narratives, it arose from radical ashes and carried out impressive work with brave leaders, but unfortunately, the repressive forces of the state and corporations achieved their aims of smothering the movement into practical non-existence, set aside the past two years. State repression lay at the heart of the majority of histories that one finds in popular texts, such as brief summaries, online resources and at the conclusion of favorable writings on the Wobblies' heyday. The following excerpts from online encyclopedias and major texts on the IWW highlight this dominant explanation: -Federal and state governments moved to suppress the organization, imprisoning hundreds of Wobblies, passing criminal syndicalism laws that made membership a crime. The IWW survived and is active today, but never regained the momentum of its early years. History, 1996) ; "Thinking Globally, Acting Locally: The Portland Soviet and the Emergence of American Communism, 1918 -1920 ," Pacific Northwest Quarterly , Vol. 98, No. 3 (2007 Bird, et. al., Solidarity Forever (Chicago: Lakeview Press, 1985), 191-202. 37 Ibid., 201-202. 38 A number of the major historical works on the IWW listed elsewhere in this thesis include the "cultural conflict" that emerged between middle-class American values and the Wobblies' socially progressive culture. Few works explore the topic alone, including Andrew Bryans, "The response to left-wing radicalism in Portland, Oregon (1917 Oregon ( -1941 However, there are limitations and implications in these works which must be explored. First, many of these works offer only a brief examination of the decline period, either adding a quick conclusion at the end of a long pre-1917 historical piece, or including the IWW within a broader analysis of state repression. Second, given that all of the authors wrote these texts in the last fifty years, they formed their arguments as the activity, organizations, and social conditions of the working class were suppressed. Without being conscious of the period in which they carried out their research, they may have been influenced by the emergence of conservative economic policy, anti-union fervor, and declining levels of strike activity that began in the late 1970s, which created the appearance of the victory of the capitalist state over the working class. Third, these authors focus almost exclusively on the oppressive factors external to the organization, implying that the internal conditions were subordinate to those factors and out of members' control. The logical conclusion of such a focus is that the fate of the IWW--or any political or labor movement for that matter--rests in the hands of those in power, and there is hardly a strategy to overcome and internationally that have survived state repression? While all historians agree that the repression carried out by the U.S. government placed a huge burden on the organization, the majority seem to consider it a heavy pressure that exacerbated, but did not fundamentally cause, the rifts that tore the organization apart.
Perspectives on Organizational Weaknesses: The Pessimistic Majority
Of all the histories produced regarding the Wobblies in decline, those that emphasized the internal organizational failures were among the first and most highly regarded works. John
Gambs, a young scholar at Columbia University intrigued with radical social movements, took the first attempt at accounting for the IWW's collapse with a dissertation titled (1967, 1993) , with two chapters devoted to its decline. These 43 writers do not offer a detailed assessment of political perspectives in flux, or their relationship to a changing external environment. Rather, they show how political tensions impacted the day-to-day work of the movement, through the lens of individual actors, social and financial pressures, and strategic planning issues. By looking at these internal controversies, the authors seek to find connections between the trajectory of the IWW with social movements and political organizations in general.
Industrial Workers of the World
The dissertation produced by John Gambs was the first comprehensive assessment of the IWW after it had collapsed, openly intended to be a continuation of an earlier overview by Included in the dissertation are vast quantities of primary material on public opinion, the response of the IWW to repression, the internationalism promoted by the Communist movement, the 1924 convention, union struggles in the 1920s, education and organization, and the American labor movement as a whole. Thus, the text serves a greater function as a collection of primary documents and research, rather than as a thorough analysis of the forces driving events. Due to the constraints of a historiographical focus, I am not able to incorporate the majority of his research into my analysis. However, the insights are significant in that they constitute the first official historical narrative about the collapse independent of the IWW. 43 Dubofsky, We Shall Be All. 44 Brissenden, The IWW. 45 Gambs, The Decline of the IWW , 5.
Although pointing to the importance of state repression, strategic debate, and difficulties as a union, he concludes that the fundamental factor at work was the movement's lack of flexibility to adapt to changing conditions:
The I.W.W. need not grow in size to be heard from again; it does not need to engage in spectacular activities. It must, however, have able leaders and intelligent members.
These it lacks today… One of the prime tests of intelligence is the ability to grow and develop; to meet the problems of a changing environment. The I.W.W. is willing to change the world, but it is not willing to change itself. Members with constructive suggestions for change and adaptation to post-war conditions are not encouraged to express their opinions. Inflexible, dogmatic, fatalistic--that is the I.W.W. today.
46
Thus, leaders and members, the living organizational components, were at the heart of the IWW's failure to develop its strength and perspectives in the tumultuous period that followed 1917. State repression surely dealt its blows to the organizational apparatus, but the IWW contained too great of built-in weaknesses to overcome those blows. If the organization were to survive, Gambs argues, it would have to become more flexible, adaptive and eager to renew its forces to meet the challenges of the day.
In 1973, Leland Robinson carried out the first comprehensive analysis of the decline of the movement since Gambs, using his dissertation on the IWW as a case study of social movements in decline, a prelude to several other works on international social, political, and religious sociology. In contrast to the other historians, Robinson reflects "New Age" humanist thinking regarding conflict resolution and interpersonal relations within communities, an emphasis that re-emerged as he later pursued Eastern religious studies. Robinson aligns himself with an organizational approach to the decline of social movements, by which historians uncover how groups respond internally to the inevitable changes that take place in society. He 46 Ibid., 206. claimed that such a perspective was missing from political and social movement history. The main issues he explores are financial problems after 1924, aggravated by a hostility to 47 fundraising and "capitalist" business affairs such as advertising. These liabilities, he contends, 48 resulted in "pressures tending to cause them to neglect and forsake their goals," compounded by internal divisions that made it impossible to wage a genuine defense of the organization.
49
Coming from a background of sociology rather than social history, Robinson examines the movement as a network of individuals and groups that operated within binary tensions of a subjective character, such as change versus stability, or "pure" versus mainstream ideologies.
"The mere fact that a movement organization is in decline does not relegate it to a fixed pattern repression, which incorrectly emphasize "external repression" above "internal inadequacies."
53
In his analysis, he critiques the internal response of the movement to all types of issues, whether they be strictly organizational, or arising from state repression and programmatic disagreements.
In terms of the strictly organizational, Dubofsky emphasizes the impact of the "leadership drain" that was "simply too great a handicap for an organization as inherently weak as the IWW"
that "few organizations could have survived." In the lead-up to the 1924 convention that 54 officially split the movement, the union found itself without any of the firm and experienced "old guard", leading it to prioritize improvements for its members over revolutionary commitments.
55
The abandonment of revolutionary commitments weakened the organization by eroding the foundations that offered cohesion for members of diverse views, as well as the militancy that distinguished the IWW from other unions. In the process of being uprooted from their common program and unconsciously immersed in day-to-day tasks, serious problems came to the fore. structural changes. Other industries remained relatively similar to the wartime period, like those based on waterfronts and ports, yet still the IWW fell into isolation. In one example that highlights the movement's challenges, the Marine Transport Workers' Industrial Union in Philadelphia, founded as an IWW organization in 1913, decided to switch affiliations to the AFL after the Wobblies' national leadership challenged their ability to set local dues higher than constitutional limits. Dubofsky argues that these feuds arose from pressure to strengthen the movement's position as a labor group in the midst of competition, a task which could not be achieved without overcoming its weak points.
Internal debates turned into feuds, with none of the existing leaders willing or capable to carry out the necessary organizational changes that could have helped them retain high membership numbers. Leaders failed to initiate necessary measures at a time when decisions regarding strategy and perspective were critical to the IWW's positioning within working class struggles. However, Dubofsky writes, "given the internal deficiencies of the IWW, the aspirations of most of its members during the organization's heyday, and the dynamics of American capitalism, the Wobblies' attempt to transform American workers into a revolutionary vanguard was doomed to failure." Even during the IWW's best three years during World War One, he 59 contends it faced trouble maintaining union benefits as labor-management relations changed, lost all its best leaders from repression, pursued mostly-failed defense campaigns, endured intense conflict over strategy and policy, and thereby failed to meet the challenges of the Bolshevik Revolution and state repression. "It is remarkable that the organization survived at all," he concludes, claiming that the combination of these issues would have broken most other organizations. 
Perspectives on Political Strategy and Program
The majority of scholarship and writing in the field regard state repression as a brutal for the purpose of educating members of his party, the Socialist Workers Party (SWP), as well as workers with which they were regularly engaged. As someone who had acquired a more 64 concrete political orientation since he left the Wobblies, Cannon aimed to explain his former movement's collapse as a product of unresolved political issues arising from the Bolshevik Revolution and First World War. These major world events, he argued, were at the heart of the infamous 1924 split in the IWW, despite the various immediate concerns which dominated the tense atmosphere during the convention. It was during this convention that the caps burst off all simmering conflicts, regarding the heavy state suppression it experienced and the future path for the struggling organization.
Coming from a Marxist theoretical background, Cannon rejects the common obsession over key figures and internal conflicts, instead placing greater emphasis on the objective dynamics of world politics, competing class interests, and how these impact revolutionary movements. Thus, like the other authors, he agrees that the IWW was pushed to the fringes, perhaps because of an inherent weakness within anarchist politics (or its lack of politics to be more precise), relative to other leftist tendencies. With the majority of the Wobbly leadership denouncing the "workers' state" after initial support, the organization ceded influence to the Communist Party, Cannon wrote, and was not strong enough to endure the isolation, repression and splits which it experienced. Contrary to the fixed mindsets of the majority of the IWW, the defense campaign would not save the organization from repression and collapse, but rather the development of political perspectives on major questions a revolutionary organization must comprehend, such as the nature of the Soviet Union, class struggle, socialism and communism.
While leading members initially attempted to study these issues and develop the program of the IWW according to their implications, among them Haywood and Cannon, the bulk of the "old 64 Cannon, The I.W.W.
guard" did not change their anti-political ways and rejected the struggle for workers' state power. Zimmer and Goldberg essentially put forward the same argument, that the anarchist and syndicalist base of the IWW generated a hostility to communism while the communist movement gained a huge following after the October Revolution. This fueled sharp internal conflicts over the direction of the movement and shifted its external relations from mass politics to fringe radicalism. While Cannon also examines the split between anarchism and communism, he does so with a greater emphasis on class struggle, revolution, state power, and the lessons of the 75 Goldberg, "One Big Union," 63. While the speculative questions may never be answered, they reveal the strengths of the authors who investigated the response of the IWW in terms of organizational and programmatic issues, in particular the possibility of the Wobblies successfully overcoming repression. What was necessary and lacking at the time was a reorientation of the movement on a path that aligned with their intended goals and the reality of a changing external world. Organizational elements cannot be seen as entirely separate from the political issues, as the factional infighting 76 While Wobbly-style tactics like the sitdown strike were employed by workers of the CIO, the CIO achieved far greater success than the IWW in areas of diversity and direct action, which were applied in mass production industries rather than just extractive industries. Further, the Communist Party occupied roughly one-quarter of officer positions in CIO locals. See Robert Zieger, The CIO, 1935 -1955 (University of North Carolina Press, 1995 .
